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PLANTS   THAT   GO   INTO   PARTNERSHIP
Owing to the fact that it is a double plant, made up of two different
kinds of lowly plant in partnership, a lichen can flourish in places where
no other plant could grow. Most of the simple little green plants called
algae grow in water or in moist places and cannot stand drought, while
most fungi (plants of the mushroom and toadstool group) are sensitive
to cold and scarcity of water; but the lichen, which is composed of a
number of algae and a fungus closely united, can thrive in practically
all weathers and at all seasons. It often grows where neither a fungus
nor an alga could survive alone, and is, therefore, an example of a
successful partnership.
The green algae make the food for the lichen in the usual plant way,
while the fungus fixes the plant in position, and secures food materials
from its surroundings and passes them on to the algse to build up. The
green cells are enmeshed in the fungus threads and thus saved from
the danger of drying up; they are also spread out so that they catch the
sunlight necessary for food manufacture. Lichens are extremely hardy
plants, slow growing but long-lived, but though they are not sensitive
to changes of temperature, they do suffer from impurities in the air and
for that reason grow better in the open country than near large towns.
Many thousands of species of lichen are known, and many of these
species can grow in almost any climate.
SECRET   OF   MANNA   REVEALED
The so-called reindeer moss is really a lichen. It is of great importance
to the Laplanders of the far north, for it provides food for their herds of
reindeer. Another lichen, the Iceland moss, is eaten by human beings in
northern countries. In a very different region, the south-west of Asia,
lichens are still eaten by certain tribes instead of grain, and one kind of
" manna," used long ago to feed the children of Israel in the wilderness,
was a lichen.
SMALL BUT IMPORTANT PLANTS
Among the smallest but most important plants are the diatoms,
single-celled algae with delicate coats of silica, shaped like a box and
its lid in varied forms with a thousand beautiful patterns. They exist
in myriads in cultivated soil, in the water of rivers and lakes, and in the
upper layers of the ocean. They live on the simplest fare. With the aid
of the green pigment they contain they are able in the presence of
sunlight to produce in their bodies a fatty oil from the carbon dioxide
dissolved in the water. With the addition of mineral nitrates and
phosphates absorbed from the water more complicated proteid substances
are built up. The tiny forms of animal life in trie sea devour millions
of diatoms, while they themselves in their turn servers food for larger
marine animals, such as the fishes which we eat. The vitamin A which
makes cod and halibut liver oil so valuable to us was originally
manufactured by the tiny diatoms.